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Partly sunny: High 59, Low 50 


flooding seven levee-protected communities. 


DEVELOPING STORM 


Levees safeguard 143,000 people in Fort Bend and $21.5 billion 
worth of property. Hurricane Harvey challenged the systems, 
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Nine miles of levees protect 5,200 homes in the master-planned community of Riverstone in Fort Bend County. 


A thin green line of defense 
falters during Harvey 


By Emily Foxhall 


Sailaja Koti paid little at- 
tention to the levee near her 
home in the master-planned 
community of Riverstone in 
Fort Bend County. She had 
moved there for the schools. 
She trusted her family would 
be safe. 

But after a heavy storm 
swept through the region on 
Memorial Day 2015 and the 
Brazos River began to rise, 
Koti became worried. Other 
residents spent the holiday re- 
laxing. Koti found a spot where 
she could look over the levee. 
Where normally there was a 
half-mile stretch of grass, she 
saw only river water and tree- 
tops. 


She immediately grasped a 
truth that Hurricane Harvey 
would reinforce: In an ex- 
treme storm, levees were all 
that stood between Riverstone 
and destruction. 

“If they're not working,” 
Koti said, “we are dead.” 

A patchwork of locally 
managed levees southwest of 
Houston protects an estimated 
143,000 Fort Bend County resi- 
dents — roughly 20 percent of 
the county’s population — and 
$21.5 billion worth of property. 

It is a battle of man against 
nature, a small-scale, cobbled- 
together solution to a problem 
with no bounds. Harvey flood- 
ed at least 900 levee-protected 
homes in Fort Bend, including 
about 580 in Riverstone and 


Levees have 
enabled building 
on flood-prone 
land. But they’re 
not fail-safe. 


others in First Colony, New 
Territory and Sienna Planta- 
tion. 

The devastation has 
prompted intense scrutiny 
of the levees, which were de- 
signed to withstand a 100-year 
storm, not events on the scale 
of Harvey, once regarded as 
unthinkable. Climate scien- 
tists say powerful storms have 
been growing more frequent 


and that the pattern will con- 
tinue. 

Residents who knew little 
or nothing about the engineer- 
ing around them now question 
whether the county’s honey- 
comb of Levee Improvement 
Districts, to which they pay 
yearly taxes, can be counted on 
to guard life and property over 
the long haul. Versions of the 
same question confront com- 
munities across the Houston 
region post-Harvey. The next 
time the water rises, will they 
be safe? 

Koti, a plant physiologist 
who studies the effects of cli- 
mate change on rice crops, 
moved to Riverstone in 2011 
with her husband and her 
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» See a timeline of the storm and interactive maps at houstonchronicle.com/developingstorm 


GOP closes in on passing sweeping tax overhaul 


Party leaders able 
to win over Corker, 


tive victory as leaders geared 
up to pass a $1.5 trillion tax cut 
along party lines and send it to 
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| House Ways 
Committee 


Rubio on $1.5T bill President Donald Trump by ad) hare! Chairman 
Christmas. = ~ ` A {> i Kevin Brady, 
By Jim Tankersley A day after the bill’s fate ap- &- < l | 7 SS Oe R-The 
and Thomas Kaplan peared somewhat in doubt, ; e & Woodlands, 
NEW YORK TIMES Republican leaders notched has 
two victories Friday, when Sen. signed the 
WASHINGTON — Republi- Marco Rubio of Florida said he conference 
can lawmakers secured enough would vote yes after gaining a committee 
votes Friday to pass the most more generous child tax credit report to 
sweeping tax overhaul in de- in the final bill, and Sen. Bob advance the 
cades, putting them on thecusp Corker of Tennessee, who voted GOP tax bill. 


of their first significant legisla- 


Tax continues on A13 
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McRaven 
ending 
tenure as 
UT chief 


Chancellor attributes 
a ‘difficult’ decision 
to his health issues 


By Lindsay Ellis 
and Mike Ward 


University of Texas System 
Chancellor William McRaven 
announced Friday he is leaving 
one of the most influential posi- 
tions in Texas higher education 
after a sometimes stormy ten- 
ure that put him at odds with 
Texas political leaders, includ- 
ing Gov. Greg Abbott. 

His decision, 


which he at- = x 
tributed to his - 1| 
health, comes | — 
weeks before — a 
his three-year 
contract ends, — 
though UTs d > Ì 
board chair said McRaven 


McRaven will 
continue until the academic 
year concludes in May. 
McRaven, the retired Navy 
admiral responsible for the 
raid that killed al-Qaida leader 
Osama bin Laden, was diag- 
nosed with chronic lympho- 
cytic leukemia when he was 
in Afghanistan. He was briefly 
hospitalized in November. 
McRaven’s future with the 
system had been questioned 
for months after a difficult leg- 
islative session and the contro- 
versial purchase of 300 acres in 
Houston for a system expan- 
sion. He did not commit to re- 
maining on the job when asked 
Regents continues on A13 


Feds assure 
funding to 
keep Texas 
CHIP alive 


$135M pledged for 
health program that 
covers 400,000 kids 


By Alejandra Matos 


AUSTIN — The federal gov- 
ernment will provide funding 
to ensure 400,000 Texas chil- 
dren keep their health care 
coverage under the Children’s 
Health Insurance Program 
through the end of February. 

That gives thousands of 
families who depend on CHIP 
a small reprieve as the future 
of the decades-old program re- 
mains in question in Congress. 

Texas had expected to run 
out of funding for the pro- 
gram at the end of January. But 
health officials asked the feder- 
al government for $90 million 
to keep CHIP alive one more 
month, and they received writ- 
ten assurance Friday the state 
will receive approximately $135 
million. 

“Given this assurance, we 
don’t expect to have to send 
client letters this month about 
any changes in their coverage,” 
said Carrie Williams, a spokes- 
woman with the Texas Health 
and Human Services Commis- 
sion, which administers the 
program. “We’re confident that 
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Santa Loves Me! 
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Extended Holiday Hours 
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